
'NEWS LETTER

VOL. 59 NO.2

University of Virginia • Institute of Government OCTOBER 1982

THE RURAL RENAISSANCE AND THE MANAGEMENT OF
VIRGINIA'S LANDS

By Sandra S. Batie

The author is associate professor of agricultural
economics at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State
University. An expanded version ofthis News Letter was
one of the background papers for the Virginia Assembly
on Land Use Policies, held at Wintergreen in June 1982.

Virginia's population has increased signif
icantly in the last two decades-from 3.95
million in 1960 to 5.34 million in 1980. This
population growth has resulted in land use
conflicts, which are severe in some areas.
Designing management strategies to reduce
land use conflicts, however, is made more
difficult in this current climate of "new
federalism"-the reduction of federal
government assistance in planning, funding,
and implementing various activities.

This News Letter will focus, first, on the
trends that will change the rural landscapes
of Virginia and, second, on three basic
methods of managing the impacts of these
trends: preachment, policemen, and prices
or, if you prefer, ethics, regulation, and
markets. 1 These methods are not mutually
exclusive, and each has its costs as well as its
benefits. In planning for the 1980s and
beyond, Virginians may wish to examine
each of these strategies and to identify
possible effective alliances to implement
them.

TRENDS AND CONFLICTS

Prior to 1970, the primary export of rural
Virginia was people. Indeed, the flow of
migrants from farms, rural towns, and

I This paper assumes that (a) there are land use goals that would
not be met by an unfettered land use market and (b) these goals
can be identified and articulated through the political process. An
elaboration of these assumptions would require more space than
available here.

villages was so dominant during the 1950s
and 1960s that some observers jokingly
suggested paving only one side of our
highways-the side exiting rural counties.

Fortunately, both sides of the highways
were paved, because in the decade of the
1970s, this trend was reversed. Rural
counties, those nonmetropolitan areas hav
ing no urban nucleus of over 50,000 or more
residents, began to grow faster than urban
counties. Particularly rapid population
growth occurred in five areas: Northern
Virginia, the area around the City of
Richmond, an area in Gloucester and James
City counties, the area around Charlottes
ville, and the area around Roanoke.

The land use problems that accompany
these growth rates can be illustrated by a
closer look at the experiences of one county,
Loudoun.

Loudoun County. Loudoun County is one
of the Virginia counties that is experiencing
high growth rates-a 54.6 percent increase in
population since 1970. Forty-two percent of
that change results from net in-migration
and has resulted in 111.1 persons per square
mile in 1980, up from 71.9 in 1970. A recent
study by Healy and Short focused on th~

impact of these trends on land use patterns in
Loudoun. 2 Their research revealed several
changes. One is that the size of the average
land parcel in Loudoun has declined from
forty-seven acres in 1954 to thirty-one acres
in 1976; this decrease apparently results from

2 Robert G. Healy and James L. Short, The Market for Rural
Land: Trends, Issues and Policies (Washington, D.C.: The
Conservation Foundation, 1982).

a substantial increase in parcels ten to
twenty-five acres in size. This change has
been accompanied by extremely high land
prices-prices that are too high to justify
using the land for agriculture. This is
important because agriculture is a major
part of Loudoun County's economic base
and provides valued open spaces.

Another factor influencing the future
character of the county is the increasing
number of nonresident owners. Healy and
Short estimate that in 1976 nonresidents
owned nearly 30 percent of western Lou
doun; most of these absentee owners lived
near Washington, D.C. There is concern that
absentee owners neglect the land, or if they
lease it, that tenants are more likely to abuse
the land. Furthermore, such large numbers
of absentee owners also may reduce the
"sense of community."

Because of its population growth, Lou
doun County, like much of Northern
Virginia, also faces water supply difficulties.
For the watershed of which Loudoun is a
part, withdrawals from the public systems
are projected to increase from 5.8 million
gallons per day (mgd) to 24.3 mgd by the
year 2000. 3 While Loudoun should be able to
locate the water necessary to meet these
demands, the financing of new public
systems may pose a problem. If new public
systems are not developed, individuals and
firms will construct private wells to meet
their needs. These private actions would
result in land use patterns that are more
dispersed than would be the case with a
centralized, public water system.

3 William E. Cox, Leonard A. Shabman, Sandra S. Batie and
J.W. Looney, Virginia's Water Resources: Policy and Manage
ment Issues (Blacksburg, Va.: Department of Agricultural
Economics and Civil Engineering, Virginia Tech, 1981).
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5 Charles F. Cousins, "An Analysis of the Conversion of Prime
Agricultural Land in the Greenville-Spartanburg-Pickens
SMSA" (unpublished Master's thesis, Clemson University,
1980).

much as $16,000 per acre in 1980 dollars. 5

This was a single, site-specific study; yet if it
is indicative of other areas, communities
clearly will be unable to protect agricultural
lands without costs.

Nevertheless, if such costs are given some
consideration, preachment certainly is an
appropriate strategy to reach some land use
goals. Many land ethics, however, while
eloquent, seem to lack a motivating force
other than altruism. In contrast to such
broad definitions of a land ethic, Healy and
Short propose that each new owner of rural
property be sent a letter from the state's
governor:

You have recently joined the
community of approximately _
people who own rural property in
Virginia. By becoming a landowner,
you have gained a number ofrights to
use your land.

As a rural landowner, you alsojoin
a group with great responsibilities to
your neighbors and to society as a
whole, including citizens yet un
born. ...

Rural land is a source of jobs in
your community. Consider whether
more actively managing your for
estland would make it possible to
harvest lumber or pulpwood or
firewood. . .. If you have fields but
don't intend to use them, find out ifa
local farmer might wish to rent them
for grazing. ...

When changing land uses or
building new structures orfences, ask
yourself, "Would I bepleased ifmany
other owners in the county made this
kind of change?"

19701960195019'10

4 Kenneth E. Boulding, "ECON is a Four Letter Word," in

Increasing Understanding of Public Problems and Policies
(Chicago: The Farm Foundation, 1973), p. 143.

spurts of rural growth may occur as
previously pent-up demands are fulfilled.

Source: U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, "Trends in Fertility in
the U.S.," Series 21, 1977.

POLICY PRESCRIPTIONS: THE ROLE OF
ECONOMICS

With the present and projected changes in
growth patterns, land use management
obviously is of increasing concern to
Virginia residents. Virginians are struggling
for ways to protect the values associated with
rural areas such as scenic vistas, a quality
environment, and a sense of community; to
provide necessary services without unduly
raising taxes, and to maintain a freedom of
choice for individuals. Yet policy prescrip
tions remain elusive.

One difficulty prominent in land use (and
most other) conflicts is that no uniform set of
preferences is held by all groups involved. So
some method must be found to coordinate
human behaviQr Econom' t Kenneth
Boulding ~sserts that we do this through
three major methods: prices, policemen, and
preachment.4 Prices are the market system;
policemen are politics, regulation, and
control; preachment is moral suasion.

Preachment: The Technique of Educa
tion. Preachment involves establishing some
ethical ordering, or criteria, by which to
make choices. Of course, all meaningful
choices have costs as well as benefits; there
are no such things as "free lunches," and even
"cheap lunches" are rare. A land ethic
asserting that an industrial plant should
always locate away from prime agricultural
land can be an expensive ethic if implement
ed. One study concluded that if industrial
plants in Greenville County, Sout~ Carolina,
were required to locate on non-pnme lands,
additional site preparation costs would be as

The Future. Will the 1990 census show
that the trends of the 1970s have continued
through the 1980s? As everyone knows, the
present high interest rates and recessionary
economy have depressed most markets,
including land markets. People are less likely
voluntarily to change jobs and residences in
a recessionary and uncertain climate. Real
estate is no longer the best investment
around; money market certificates presently
outperform real estate as an investment.

Yet the demographics are clear. Figure 1
shows United States births from 1940-1980.
one curve is labeled actual births; the other
is actual births plus twenty-five years. Those
born during the great baby boom of 1945
1957 are reaching the age at which most
people set up homes. Many dem?graphers
predict that the demand for hous~ng in. the
1980s will experience the same distortions
that public schools did in the 1950s a~d

colleges in the 1960s. The rural are~s Will
provide many of these future home sites.

Furthermore, our population is gaining in
average age. Currently, over 10 percent of
the population is over sixty-five years of age,
and this percentage will increase in the next
decade. The freedom of mobility that comes
with social security and pensions has enabled
those of this young-at-heart generation to
live wherever they wish. Many choose rural
living.

Given these statistics, migrations to rural
areas in the 1980s will probably follow the
trends set in the 1970s. Indeed, if real interest
rates should decline, some extremely rapid

Reasons for the Rural Renaissance. Many
other areas of Virginia are experiencing
growth problems similar to those of Lou
doun County as Virginians migrate from
urban to rural residences.

Why? Several reasons appear to be
important. First, the rural areas are per
ceived as having a higher quality of life,
lower crime rate, improved environmental
quality, reduced congestion, and lower
taxes. Second, the decentralization of
industry has made industries increasingly
willing and able to locate in rural communi
ties. Witness the plans of Coors Brewery to
locate in Rockingham County or the Volvo
White purchase of a plant in Pulaski County.
Third, advances in transportation and the
additions to the highway system, particular
ly the interstate miles that were completed by
the 1970s, have made rural living a~sibili

ty for many Vrrginians by making metropoli
tan areas more accessible. Fourth, the
demand for rural lands has been influenced
by the desire to use land as an investment;
with the exception of the last two years,
farmland prices have increased consistently
at rates exceeding those of both common
stock investments and price inflation. Thus,
many people's strong desire to own land,
when coupled with the favorable investment
potential, accounts for some trends in
Virginia's rural land markets in the 1970s.



There are many state and
federal sources of information,
technical assistance, and even
financial subsidies that can help
you get more profit or enjoyment
from your acquisition. Among
these are the county extension,
. . . the county and state foresters,
. . . and the representatives of
various soil-conservation
agencies. ...6

This sort of "preachment" letter, unlike most
land ethics statements, appeals, to both self
interest and altruism.

Policemen: The Technique of Regulation.
Land use zoning and regulatory permits for
land and water use have been the classical
"policemen" at the state and local levels.
Theoretically, they have the a peal of readily
resolving conflicts, at least within jurisdic
tional borders; disadvantages are the atten
dant bureaucracies and administrative costs.
These tend to erode individual freedom and
flexibility. Regulations such as zoning also
can raise the price of land, construction, and
related goods and services.

Despite some of these disadvantages,
many Virginia localities seeking to manage
growth have relied increasingly on the local
zoning ordinance. In so doing, some com
munities have sought to be innovative, to
avoid the abuses of the zoning powers that
were commonplace in the 1950s and 1960s,
and to avoid the disfavor of the Supreme
Court of Virginia. Loudoun County, for
example, established the Goose Creek
Historical District in an attempt to preserve
historic landmarks and the historic character
of the Goose Creek Watershed.

In contrast to such historic districts,
minimum lot-size zoning has not been so
popular a technique in Virginia as in some
other states, in part because earlier court
cases have declared some minimum lot-size
zoning techniques to be exclusionary.
Furthermore, in those areas where minimum
lot-size zoning has been used, and where
development pressures exist, the require
ments may result in "farmettes," which limit
the possibilities of commercial agriculture
and increase public service costs. If agricul
tural or forestry uses are planned, most
minimum lot parcels are too small to be
economical.

Some Virginia counties are relying on
agricultural and forestal districts to reduce
conversion pressures on agricultural and
forest lands. Agricultural and forestal
districts must contain over 500 acres; as of
January 1982, the state had sixty-five such
districts covering 277,600 acres. The long
run benefits and costs of such districts are
difficult to assess, in part because the
program is relatively young (it was estab
lished in 1977, but formation of districts has
been slow).

6 Healy and Short, Market for Rural Land, pp. 288-89.
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New York has similar legislation, and
their use of agricultural districts has been
better studied than has Virginia's. According
to one authority on the New York legisla
tion, agricultural districts have advantag~s

over other farmland preservation methods In
that they protect the "critical mass" of
farmland necessary to support the interre
lated agri-business firms. 7 New York's
system has large numbers of participants in
semi-rural areas. No districts have been
formed in semi-suburban areas, however,
where the nonfarm population outnumbers
the farm population by more than thirty to
one. In these areas, farmers have been
virtually assured of a selling price for their
lands. Thus, the formation of agricultural
districts in New York may, in the short run,
make the future less uncertain for farmers in
rural areas; such districts are not likely to
have any effect in areas with immediate
prospects for urban development.

Another technique for influencing land
use is timed or phased development. This
technique involves denying key .municipal
services such as sewer line extension to a
proposed development area until such time
that the planners determine that the area is
ready for development. While this technique
has been used successfully in other states, the
Supreme Court of Virginia has repeatedly
ruled that Fairfax County's attempts at
planned growth were discriminatory.

If Virginia localities did adopt a policy of
timed development that withstood constitu
tional challenge, such programs could assist
in lowering the costs of public facilities as
well as delaying the conversion of agricul
tural lands. Such plans have merit because
they channel growth in a particular direction
and thus influence which lands are deve
loped first. However, such programs will
also result in increased prices for suitable
development sites not affected by the
programs, as well as for existing houses and
business firms.

In general, the various land use regula
tions implemented in Virginia have achieved
only part of the presumed goal of improved
land use patterns. Of course, Virginia's
localities could try other regulatory tech
niques to manage growth, such as perfor
mance zoning or transferable development
rights. Improvements also could be made in
the existing tools.

It is a mistake, however, to focus on tools
for land use control to the exclusion of the
process through which these tools are
evolved. Unless institutions are developed
that can obtain wide public support of the
land use goals and methods to be adopted, it
is doubt1ul whether either new tools or
refashioning of old 'tools will succeed in
managing growth so that a substantially
different land use pattern is achieved. It is
also reasonable to assume that different

7 William R. Bryant, Farmland Preservation Alternatives in Semi
Suburban Areas (Ithaca, N.Y.: A. E. Ext. Publication 75-5,
Cornell University, 1975).

communities will take various approaches to
managing growth appropriate for their own
resources, goals, and people. Russell
County, Virginia, for example, has 31,000
people and is dominated by the coal
industry. Russell County's goals probably
would include developing a more diverse
industrial base for employment opportuni
ties, more county revenue and services, and
more political diversity. These are probably
not the goals of many of Loudoun County's
residents.

Prices: The Technique of the Market. In
contrast to regulatory methods, market
methods operate with voluntary agreements
that minimize the need for either preach
ments or coercion. Furthermore, such
approaches leave room for flexibility and
innovation. To harness these advantages in
the land market, the focus must be directed
to making the market work better-not to
replacing it with regulations.

For example, the Soil Conservation
Service (SCS) and the Agricultural Stabili
zation and Conservation Service (ASCS)
have, for most of their years, used voluntary
quasi-market programs for soil and water
conservation. These programs have used tax
dollars to pay for technical assistance and
cost-sharing with rural landowners to
establish soil and water conservation prac
tices. While the political realities of main
taining a program have meant that these
program benefits were distributed broadly
rather than focused on particular severe
problem areas, results still have meant an
improved rural environment.

Another market-improving technique for
retaining particularly valuable lands-those
of ecological or open space significance-is
fee simple purchase of the land by public
entities or quasi-pUblic entities such as the
Nature Conservancy. The adva:l.tages of
purchasing these lands are that the locations
are certain, public access can be provided if
desired, and the retention is permanent.
Participation by owners is voluntary, and
the o~ners are compensated for lands at
market value. The main disadvantage, of
course, is that this technique is costly and
may also reduce the tax base of a locality. A
more complicated concern is the ultimate use
of purchased lands. In addition to forming
parks or preserves, one possibility, if the
lands are croplands, is to lease them to
farmers. This requires additional adminis
trative costs over and above the purchase
costs, and questions of lease conditions and
time of tenure are particularly difficult to
resolve. Such leasing will generate revenues,
however.

A variation of fee simple acquisition is
land banking, which is public acquisition,
either by purchasing or leasing, of land to be
held for future use to implement land use
policies. Fairfax County has experimented
with land banking. In 1973 Fairfax County
created a one-half million dollar revolving
fund to buy critical sites such as those



adjacent to subway terminals. The county
also purchases land for low- and moderate
income housing; the land is purchased, and
then funds are lent for housing development
in accordance with the county plan. Repaid
loans and revenues from the sale of lands are
returned to the county. Many observers feel
that land banking is essential if the land use
market is to be improved, despite the widely
held perception that public ownership runs
counter to the belief in individual entrepre
neurship.

A technique that has been less successful
than land banking is use-value taxation.
Virginia counties can elect to tax agricultural
and forest lands on the basis of their earnings
in their present use, and not their potential
highest earnings. The use-value assessment
law may have an initial effect of retention of
farm and forest land, particularly if the
program provides sufficient economic incen
tive for landowners to maintain existing
uses. How ver, the protection offered is only
temporary. Tax savings from such tech
niques are relatively small compared to the
increases in property value typical of
farmland subject to development pressures.
Furthermore, any tax savings also are
capitalized into the land values and thus act
to influence only the original taxpayer and
not subsequent farm owners. In fact, an
often cited criticism of such provisions is that
they provide an incentive for speculators to
invest in farm and forest land to take
advantage of the low taxes. Even though
"rollback taxes" are imposed, the penalty is
frequently small compared to the potential
gains.

Another possible outcome of use-value
taxation is that large, contiguous blocks of
farmland will not necessarily be preserved.
First, "leap-frogging" may occur, resulting
in undeveloped land that is close to urban
centers and that, therefore, receives the
greater benefit from tax deferral. Mean
while, development occurs in outlying areas.
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Second, even though individual farms may
qualify for use-value taxation and partici
pate in the program, those adjacent to the
participating farm may choose not to do so.
This can result in spot development.

A final problem with use-value taxation is
the distribution of tax burden. If a county is
to maintain the same level of services that it
had prior to use-value taxation, then taxes of
nonqualifying landowners will need to be
raised to compensate for the reduced tax
burden of qualifying landowners. A study of
use-value assessment in Nelson County
(done by John L. Knapp and Robert W.
Watkins of the Tayloe Murphy Institute,
University of Virginia) estimated that the
1977 use-value taxation program in that
county resulted in the necessity of a tax rate
that was 9.6 percent higher to raise the same
tax revenue. In many counties, use-value
taxation apparently transfers income from
nonqualifying landowners to qualifying
landowner , but with little or no change in
resulting land use patterns from what would
have occurred without the special tax pro
gram.

The failure of the use-value taxation
program to achieve new land use patterns
does not mean that other tax programs or
subsidy techniques should be rejected in the
search for ways to influence land use. For
example, tax codes could be changed to
encourage productive land uses and public
access and to reduce some of the gains from
those speculative land investments that are
considered undesirable. Changes of the tax
code might be particularly effective in
reducing absentee ownership, if such owner
ships are considered to be a problem.

Other mechanisms to make the market
work better include techniques to compen
sate the "losers" from land use controls.
(This is sometimes coupled with the sugges
tion of taxing any gains of "winners.") This
concept has even been related to public
entities; as one politically feasible way to

institute interbasin water transfers, two
knowledgeable observers have suggested
creating a compensation board that would
award claims to those jurisdictions that
transferred water to basins desiring more
water. 8 Similar institutions might be de..
veloped for land use conflicts. 9

Many other arrangements can be used to
improve rather than to replace the market.
These include community land trusts com
bined with leasing and the increased access
to land ownership of those people who will
provide for desired land use patterns (e.g.,
young farmers). The purpose here is not to
enumerate all the possibilities, but rather to
suggest a way of thinking that counters the
all-too-quick response of "there ought to be
a law."

CONCLUSION
Boulding's three methods of preachment,

policemen, and prices to coordinate behav
ior can serve as a catalyst for developing
innovative approaches to achieve land use
goals. They do not, however, provide
guidance on what those land use goals
should be. This discussion has assumed
throughout that a consensus exists on the
desired objectives of land use policy, but of
course that is a fiction. It is left to others,
however, to explore how such a consensus
can be found. The objectives of this News
Letter have been to encourage careful
thought concerning the future land use
trends in Virginia, as well as analysis and
development of public responses to manage
our land use patterns, so that in the years to
come we will wish to reside in Virginia's
counties, cities, towns, and villages.
8 Leonard Shabman and William E. Cox, "A Proposal for a New

Water Allocation Institution in Virginia," paper presented at the

Conference "Land: Renewable Resources, Institutions and Use,"

Blacksburg, Va., Jan. 20, 1982.

9 See David E. Ervin and James B. Fitch, "Evaluating Alternative

Compensation and Recapture Techniques for Expanded Public

Control of Land Use," 19 Natural Resource Journal (1979) for

discussions of two such compensatory zoning techniques, zoning

by eminent domain and zoning auctions.
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